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Using Graded Readers as Homework for Freshman English Classes 




Extensive reading (ER) has been shown to be an effective way to improve a variety of foreign 
language skills (Jeon & Day, 2016). Although ER is not part of the curriculum for Freshman 
English classes at Asia University, the author requires students to read graded reader books as 
homework. The rationale for this decision is given, followed by a description of the author’s 
experiences, which should be of use to any CELE member considering implementing a similar 
homework activity. Finally, the results of a survey administered to students in seven classes are 
reported, which indicate that although such homework may be considered slightly difficult, 
students’ attitudes are predominantly positive. Graded readers are recommended as a beneficial 
out-of-class activity to supplement Freshman English language classes. 
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Introduction 
 
The view that successful second or foreign language acquisition (SLA) requires 
comprehensible input is probably most associated with the work of Stephen Krashen (e.g. 
Krashen, 1985, 2015). One increasingly popular way to address this need for comprehensible 
input is through free reading of graded reader books, as can be seen by the vast and expanding 
literature on extensive reading (ER) in second language learning (erfoundation.org). The 
philosophy behind the use of graded readers is summed up in Day and Bamford’s (2002) paper 
“10 principles for extensive reading.” The teacher should guide students in choosing interesting 
materials to read at a level that is easy for them to read alone and at speed. 
 At Asia University, ER is not part of the curriculum, although there is a small collection 
of graded readers in the university library which students can access, and in CELE library, which 
teachers can access to lend to their students. In this paper, I describe how I have used graded 
readers for homework for my Freshman English classes over the four years at Asia University. 
This should be of use to CELE teachers who may wish to implement the use of graded readers as 
homework. First the rationale for using graded readers is briefly described, followed by the 
library resources. Next, an explanation is given of how the homework was approached with 
different classes, and the changes that were made, as a guide for other instructors. Finally, results 
of a survey conducted with the author’s students and those of another teacher are reported. 
 
Why Use Graded Readers as Homework? 
There is an expectation that Freshman English courses at Asia University will include a 
homework component. However, as students attend class every day, it is difficult to set 
homework to be completed by the following class. There are various possible solutions, but the 
one adopted by this author was to set homework that was completely unrelated to classroom 
activities. The author chose graded readers with the aim of providing a relatively enjoyable 
homework activity that would encourage learner autonomy. In addition, during class, oral 
communication is emphasized, which unavoidably benefits more outgoing and confident 
students. Therefore, it was felt that homework should appeal to students who prefer to study 
quietly on their own, as in reading. 
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Unfortunately, without class time to dedicate to reading, it is too much to expect of non-
English major students to read as much as possible in English each semester. Therefore, this 
homework can only be considered “fringe ER” (Day, 2015, p. 298), as it violates Day and 
Bamford’s (2002) fourth principle (see also Waring & Maclean, 2015). It is acknowledged that 
this may not produce the gains that can be achieved through vast amounts of extensive reading, 
such as significant TOEIC score improvements (Nishizawa, Yoshioka, & Fukada, 2010). 
However, there is research to suggest even such reduced exposure to graded readers could still 
improve students’ reading ability (Robb & Kano, 2013).  
 
Implementing Graded Reader Homework 
 
Library Resources 
As mentioned above, Asia University and CELE library both have a small collection of 
graded reader books at various levels. In the first year, with elementary level students, I decided 
to use the CELE library books. It was possible to borrow class sets of about 70 books, to be 
shared between three classes or approximately 55 students. This meant that the choice of book 
was very limited, but each time students returned a book they were at least able to find some new 
titles from which to choose. In addition, halfway through the semester about 20 books were 
exchanged, providing new choices for the students. The advantage of this approach was that the 
books were purchased by CELE teachers and were at an appropriate level for the students. The 
disadvantage, apart from taking the books to class each day, was that as some students failed the 
course due to low attendance, their books were not returned. 
 The following years, with higher level students using an intermediate level textbook, I 
decided to use the Asia Library resources, so circumventing the problem of unreturned books. 
This collection is located on the seventh floor of the library, near to the entrance. The books are 
sorted by publisher, then by level. Photographs were taken to show the students where to find the 
books. On inspection of the library books, it was discovered that very few were at an appropriate 
level. Learners should read graded readers that are written below their current ability level, so 
that they are easy to read quickly, without using a dictionary very often, if at all. For my 
students, this meant reading at a low pre-intermediate level. However, the majority of the books 
in Asia Library are at higher levels, suitable for advanced learners of English. At the time of 
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writing, it was estimated that there are about 200 books at the appropriate level, although the 
majority of titles are duplicated, meaning that the total choice is about half that number.  
 The resources in either library are much less than recommended for extensive reading 
programmes, but are sufficient to use as homework in which the aim is only for each student to 
read a few books each semester, not as much as possible (see Jeon & Day, 2016, p. 258). 
However, in Asia Library there are currently insufficient books that are appropriate for 
elementary and pre-intermediate level learners. Therefore, CELE teachers whose students are of 
this ability level are strongly recommended to use CELE library resources. 
 
Year One 
In the first year, teaching elementary level learners, I attempted to set homework from the 
textbook in the first semester. However, this proved very difficult, so in the second semester 
students were required to read four graded readers and write a short book report for each one, as 
a low-pressure way to hold them accountable for their reading. Each book and report contributed 
5% to the students’ final grades for the semester, making this homework 20% of their grade. The 
students were given the whole semester to complete the homework, but nearly all students read a 
book each month. The report asked students to indicate their enjoyment of the story, then write a 
short summary, followed by explaining their favourite character and scene in the story. This 
homework appeared to work well. The only complaint was that some of the students found the 
stories too easy and therefore boring. Halfway through the semester 20 books at a higher level 
were borrowed in addition to exchanging some of the original books. Students were told these 
books were harder to read, but that if they found the earlier books too easy they should try one. 
They were also told that they would get two bonus points on their final grade if they read at a 
higher level. Several students in all three classes chose to read a higher-level book for their third 
and fourth book, indicating that this was a successful solution. 
 
Years Two, Three, and Four 
Over the next 3 years, teaching three classes of students with higher English ability, 
graded reader homework was given each semester. Students were again asked to read four books 
each semester and write a book report for each one. The book report was the same, although 
there was an expectation that students would write more detailed answers. To further ensure 
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students read the entire book each time, student accounts were created on M-reader (m-
reader.org), as described in the next section. One class period (45 minutes) is devoted to 
explaining the homework to students each year, in which they are also shown how to use M-
reader. The homework was again 20% of students’ final grade each semester, awarded as 3% for 
each book read, 1% for the book report, and 1% for the M-reader quiz. Initially, students were 
given the whole semester to complete the homework, but this resulted in most students handing 
in all four book reports in the final weeks (an issue that has been reported elsewhere, e.g. Koby 
& Maclauchlan, 2018). To avoid this scenario in the second semester, students were given two 
deadlines, one in week seven, and the other in week 14.  
Another issue in the first year was that many students did not complete the M-reader 
quizzes, suggesting there may have been some non-compliance with the homework. Therefore, 
in year three, two changes were introduced. First, I explained the homework such that the points 
for each book could only be “unlocked” by passing the M-reader quiz. Second, three-week 
deadlines were introduced for each book report and quiz. The deadlines in semester one were 
weeks 5, 8, 11, and 14, as the homework was only explained in week two of the course. In 
semester two they were weeks 3, 6, 9, and 12, so that homework was completed before winter 
break. The deadline days were always Thursdays for the reports and Fridays for the quizzes. This 
new routine proved much more successful in terms of spreading the reading over the year, 
although most students still handed in reports on the deadline days. In addition, the majority of 
students passed all M-reader quizzes. Although the Friday deadline for attempting the quiz was 
encouraged, it was not strictly enforced, and all student reading records were checked at the end 
of each semester, when calculating final grades. The use of regular deadlines for each book was 
much more successful and aligned the homework better to the goals of ER (Day & Bamford, 
1998). 
One observation from these two years was that some students wrote far less detailed 
summaries than expected, and a few even copied the summary from the back of the book, or 
from a website. However, some students wrote excellent reports, and it was hoped that the extra 
writing practice would be beneficial for students (see, for example, Mason & Krashen, 1997). 
Moreover, for the few books for which there is no M-reader quiz available it was the only way to 
ensure students had read the book. I decided to keep using reports, but change the format to one 
that might be of more value for all students. Online research yielded some ideas for alternative 
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questions to writing a summary. These questions asked students to give a more thoughtful 
opinion of each book. As the previous years’ experience had shown that students tended to 
struggle to give their opinion, I felt that this could be a useful exercise. Although these reports1 
have only been used for one semester, they appear promising. Asking students to relate the books 




Both teachers used M-reader quizzes to ensure student compliance with the reading 
homework. M-reader is a free website established and maintained by Dr Tom Robb, which has 
quizzes on thousands of graded reader books, across a wide range of series and levels. More 
information about the website can be found by watching the M-reader introduction video 
(screencast-o-matic.com/watch/cbeXQb646H), or in various publications (e.g. Kipling, 2018; 
McBride & Milliner, 2014). An administrative account for Asia University teachers was set up 
by the other teacher, through which individual instructor accounts can be created. Maintaining 
this university-wide account is now the responsibility of the CELE library committee 
chairperson. Access to both accounts is necessary, as classes can only be created through the 
administrative account but may only be managed through the instructor account. When creating 
classes each student must be added by the instructor, and given a password. Although classes can 
be erased at the end of the school year, every student enrolled on M-reader must have a unique 
username. Therefore, it is advisable to include the year and class as well as each student’s name. 
The author did this by creating student names such as asia2018-L3-Maki (the prefix “asia” is 
required by the system). Student numbers were used as passwords. Reading level was set at level 
three and word targets as 20,000 words. At level three any student who reads four books should 
read at least 20,000 words, but it provides another way for students to see their progress. 
 Each quiz is composed of 10 questions, randomly selected from a bank of 20-30 
questions per book, and the default pass level is set at 60%. Instructors can unlock quizzes for 
students if they fail. It is important to make sure students understand that there is a time limit for 
each quiz and that they must complete the short survey afterwards or their score will not be 
registered. Students also need to understand that some books do not have quizzes (each quiz is 
                                                 
1 Both book reports and the homework instructions can be found on CELE shared. 
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written by volunteer teachers, so the number may decrease in the future; any instructor wishing 
to contribute a quiz should contact Tom Robb <admin@mreader.org>). On the other hand, some 
stories are available in multiple series at different levels, in which case students must be careful 
to select the quiz for the book they read. This is made slightly harder if the cover on the website 
has a different picture to that on the physical book, as occasionally occurs.  
If a student fails a quiz the icon for the book will be surrounded by a pink border in their 
account, which will turn back to green when the instructor has unlocked it. Students are informed 
whether they failed or passed each quiz, but instructors can see the exact score. The author 
changed the status of any quizzes failed at 58 or 59% to passed, rather than requiring students to 
retake the quiz. Teachers can decide if they want to stipulate a maximum number of times 
students can retake any one quiz, or allow as many attempts as needed. However, from my 
experience, students who fail more than twice typically give up (at this stage, four points were 
awarded for reading the book and completing the report, with one point deducted for failing the 
quiz). Teachers also need to decide if they will only deal with student requests to unlock quizzes 
during class, or if they will respond to email requests. 
 The initial introduction of M-reader can be quite daunting for students, and students with 
lower English ability would benefit from having written instructions translated into Japanese. 
However, once students have successfully logged into the website for the first time, they 
generally have no further problems and so monitoring and grading the homework becomes a 
very quick and simple process. 
 
Student Survey on Reading Graded Readers as Homework 
 
At the end of the first semester in year four, an online bilingual survey was created using 
Google Forms and given to the students to better understand their opinions of graded readers. 
Students were asked to read and sign a bilingual consent form before accessing the survey 
through their smartphones. The survey was composed of 10 five-point Likert scale items (see 
Table 1), for which responses ranged from strongly agree to strongly disagree. Five statements 
assessed positive attitudes and five assessed negative attitudes. The first five statements 
addressed attitudes towards reading, followed by two questions about choosing books to read and 
three questions about M-reader quizzes. As students in the author’s class also wrote book reports 
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for each book these students also responded to a further four items about this aspect of the 
homework (two positive and two negative). 
 
Survey Results 
In total, 94 responses were obtained from students in seven different classes. Prior to 
analysing the results responses were checked for lack of differentiation between positive and 
negative items. Five responses were removed due to responding the same to at least the first four 
items, indicating that these participants did not read the survey items properly. The negative 
items were then reverse coded, so that all mean response ratings closer to one reflect positive 
attitudes towards the homework, and mean response ratings of three or over indicate negative 
attitudes.  
 
Item Mean SD    N 
1. Reading graded readers is a fun way to improve my English.                  2.15 0.91 89 
2. Reading graded readers is a useful way to improve my English.                       2.00 0.80 89 
3. Reading graded readers is a waste of time.    2.27 0.99 89 
4. Reading graded readers is difficult.      3.32 0.98 89 
5. Reading graded readers has made me feel more confident about my English ability.       2.74 0.89 89 
6. There are a lot of books to choose from in Asia University library.                                          2.45 1.18 89 
7. It is difficult to find an interesting book to read.  3.62 1.03 89 
8. Taking quizzes on M-reader motivates me to try to understand the book I'm reading.        2.42 1.13 89 
9. Taking quizzes on M-reader is a waste of time.  2.43 1.01 89 
10. Taking quizzes on M-reader is difficult.   3.54 1.02 89 
11. Writing book reports is a useful way to improve my English.                  2.45 0.94 49 
12. Writing book reports motivates me to try to understand the book I'm reading.    2.59 1.04 49 
13. Writing book reports is a waste of time.      2.59 0.86 49 
14. Writing book reports is difficult.       3.37 1.07 49 
Table 1. Mean survey response ratings. 
 
As Table 1 shows, attitudes towards graded reader homework were generally positive. 
However, students also felt the homework was quite difficult, as shown by the slightly negative 
mean response ratings to items 4, 7, 10, and 14. The mean response ratings for all other items 
were positive, indicating that students felt that reading graded reader books, taking M-reader 
quizzes, and writing book reports were beneficial homework activities. In addition, an 
independent samples t test showed there was no significance difference between the mean ratings 
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across the first 10 items by students taught by either teacher, teacher one (M = 2.735, SD = 
0.489, N = 49), teacher two (M = 2.640, SD = 0.635, N = 40), t(87) = 0.794, p. = 0.429, two-
tailed. This is important given that the two teachers implemented the homework slightly 
differently; whereas I assigned four books per semester, M-reader quizzes, and a written book 
report, the other teacher assigned six books with M-reader quizzes. This suggests that 
incorporating book reports did not have a negative impact on students’ perceptions of ER, which 
is important as the activity is intended to be an enjoyable way to improve English skills. 
Moreover, the author instructed students to read books at level three according to M-reader 
(appropriate for learners with a TOEIC score of 320), with permission to read at a higher level if 
they found such books too simple. However, the other teacher allowed students to choose books 




The survey results indicate that making graded reader books the homework element of 
Freshman English classes is positively perceived by most students and that few students have 
negative attitudes towards this homework. This positive result was not expected, as both teachers 
who set this homework realise that it entails many hours of additional study for the students, all 
of whom study English as a compulsory subject in addition to their major.  
However, many students responded that the homework was difficult in all aspects, 
reading the books, taking the quizzes on M-reader, choosing books to read, and writing reports. 
Although this could potentially reflect a fear on the students’ part of being given more or harder 
books to read in the second semester, or a general perception of English language study as being 
difficult, it suggests that greater support could make the homework even more successful. As 
extensive reading is supposed to be easy (Day & Bamford, 1998, 2002), it may be preferable to 
give the students more guidance about the difficulty levels of Asia University library’s book 
collection. It is possible that students do not spend much time selecting appropriate and 
interesting books or do not know how to, so this could be encouraged during the initial weeks of 
classes. However, it should also be noted that the reported difficulty of passing quizzes may 
indicate that many students tried to skim-read the book as quickly as possible, rather than 
spending the necessary time to complete their homework well. The strong tendency for students 
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to hand in their book reports and take quizzes on the deadline days supports this interpretation, 
and other authors have expressed similar concerns (e.g., Curtis, 2015). 
 In addition, although the survey results are only slightly positive on average (and slightly 
negative for the statements about difficulty), it is unknown the extent to which this is due to 
response bias. Asian respondents are known to avoid extreme responses (Hamamura, Heine, & 
Paulhus, 2008; Wang, Hempton, Dugan, & Komives, 2008), so this is most likely a contributing 
factor. In view of this, it is encouraging to note that frequency graphs for each question showed 
that there were more extreme positive responses than extreme negative ones, apart from 
questions seven and ten, on the difficulty of choosing books and taking M-reader quizzes. This 
supports the interpretation that students held generally favourable attitudes towards this 
homework. 
The author dedicated one class period to book suggestions at the end of semester one, in 
which students used their book reports to tell other students in their group about the best book 
they had read and then each group chose one book to recommend to the whole class. The 12 
books that were chosen were given to all students as a recommended reading list at the beginning 
of semester two, in the hope that this might assist students in choosing books that they will enjoy 
reading. It could be interesting to repeat the survey at the end of semester two, to find out if this 
activity has any impact on responses. 
The students who completed the survey were all in high ability level English classes at 
Asia University, so it would be useful to find out whether lower level students also showed 
positive attitudes towards ER homework. However, the author’s impression in year one was that 
it was successful with elementary English level students, who actually displayed the least 
procrastination. In view of the empirical support for the benefits of ER for foreign and second 
language acquisition (for a recent meta-analysis, see Jeon & Day, 2016) and the generally 
positive opinions of the students surveyed, it would appear that graded reader books can form a 
worthwhile homework activity to supplement Freshman English classes. 
  
73CELE JOURNAL Vol. 27
CELE JOURNAL Vol. 27   74
References 
Curtis, T. B. (2015). MReader quizzes: Help or hindrance? Studies in the Humanities and 
Sciences, LVI(1), 75-82. Retrieved from: 
https://mreader.org/mreaderadmin/s/html/pubs/Curtis-2015.pdf 
Day, R. R. (2015). Extending extensive reading. Reading in a foreign language, 27(2), 294-301. 
Day, R., & Bamford, J. (1998). Extensive reading in the second language classroom. Cambridge, 
England: Cambridge University Press. 
Day, R., & Bamford, J. (2002). Top ten principles for teaching extensive reading. Reading in a 
Foreign Language, 14(2), 136-141. 
Hamamura, T., Heine, S.J., & Paulhus, D. L. (2008). Cultural diﬀerences in response styles: The 
role of dialectical thinking. Personality and Individual Diﬀerences, 44, 932–942. 
Jeon, E. Y. & Day, R. R. (2016). The effectiveness of ER on reading proficiency: A meta-
analysis. Reading in a foreign language, 28(2), 246-265. 
Kipling, L. (2018). MReader for extensive reading. The Language Teacher, 42(6), 27-30. 
Koby, C. J., & Maclauchlan, K. (2018). High performance ER in a Japanese university: Yes, 
they can! In P. Clements, A. Krause, & H. Brown (Eds.), Language Teaching in a Global 
Age: Shaping the Classroom, Shaping the World. Tokyo: JALT. 
Krashen, S. D. (1985). The input hypothesis: Issues and implications. London, England: 
Longman. 
Krashen, S. D. (2015). Remarks on language acquisition and literacy: Language acquisition and 
teaching, free reading, "test-prep" and its consequences, the use of the first language, 
writing, and the great native-speaker teacher debate. Indonesian Journal of English 
Language Teaching, 10(1), 1-17. 
Mason, B., & Krashen, S. (1997). Extensive reading in English as a foreign language. System, 
25(1), 91-102. 
McBride, P. L., & Milliner, B. (2014). Introduction to M-reader: An online extensive reading aid 
for schools. Proceedings of the 12th Asia TEFL and 23rd MELTA International 
Conference (pp. 788-796). 
Nishizawa, H., Yoshioka, T., & Fukada, M. (2010). The impact of a 4-year extensive reading 
program. In A. M. Stoke (Ed.), JALT2009 Conference Proceedings (pp. 632-640). 
Tokyo: JALT. 
74 CELE JOURNAL Vol. 27
CELE JOURNAL Vol. 27   75
Robb, T. N., & Kano, M. (2013). Effective extensive reading outside the classroom: A large-
scale experiment. Reading in a Foreign Language, 25(2), 234–247. 
Waring, R., & McLean, S. (2015). Exploration of the core and variable dimensions of extensive 
reading research and pedagogy. Reading in a foreign language, 27(1), 160-167. 
Wang, R., Hempton, B., Dugan, J. P., & Komives, S. R. (2008). Cultural differences: Why do 




75CELE JOURNAL Vol. 27
